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CAN PSYCHOLOGY TURN BYSTANDERS INTO GOOD SAMARITANS?
By Mari beth Dwyer
Office of University Relations
University of Montana
MISSOULA--
In 1964 in New York City 38 people watched while 28-year-old Catherine 
"Kitty" Genovese was stalked and attacked three separate times in the course 
of 35 minutes by a man who finally stabbed her to death. Not one witness 
went to her aid. Only one called the police--after the victim died.
The Genovese case triggered a rash of studies on why people fail to 
help in emergencies. According to University of Montana psychologist Arthur 
Beaman, who was involved in some of them, these studies identified three 
factors that inhibit people from helping.
Experiments were conducted in which from one to three subjects were 
placed in a room where they could hear sounds of an emergency coming from an 
adjoining room. Of the subjects alone in the room, 70 percent went next-door 
to help, but when three people were in the room, the percentage of helpers 
dropped to 35-38 percent.
The psychologists dubbed this propensity to let George do it the diffusion 
of responsibility factor.
They also observed that people tend to wait to see how others are reacting
to a situation before taking action themselves. Emergencies are not part of
everyday life, and sometimes it is hard to know if what appears to be an
emergency actually is one. The researchers labeled this tendency to look to
others for a cue to what is really happening the social comparison factor.
(over)
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The psychologists next found that people are held back from helping by 
fear of doing the wrong thing or looking foolish because the situation has 
been misjudged--and this they called the evaluation apprehension factor. 
Subjects in the presence of individuals they have been told are trained for 
emergencies, such as law enforcement officers or medical aides, are reluctant 
to act until they find out if their assessment of the situation matches that 
of the "experts." If the latter react calmly, only 35 percent of the subjects 
will help. In contrast, 80 percent of the subjects who are alone will help.
Discovery of the factors that hinder helping led to attempts to use this 
knowledge to increase helping. Noting that each of the factors influences the 
potential helper to misperceive the need for his or her particular help, 
some psychologists tried to increase helping by manipulating cues in order 
to change subjects' perceptions of a situation.
But cues can not be altered in real-life emergencies, so Beaman took a 
different approach. He suspected the best way to increase helping was to 
change the subjects rather than the cues. He theorized that if subjects 
were made aware of the forces operating to hinder helping, they would make 
a conscious effort to counter these influences.
Beaman conducted two experiments to test his hypothesis. He was assisted 
in the work by UM students P. Jo Barnes, Bonnel Klentz and Betty McQuirk.
I he first experiment indicated that knowledge did increase helping. The 
second, designed to overcome certain limitations of the first, produced 
results that reinforced those of the first study.
Beaman says more data are needed before it can be said with certainty 
that knowledge increases helping, but he thinks the indications that point 
that way are strong enough to justify trying to do something practical now 
about increasing helping.
"I'd like to see children, beginning in elementary school, taught to 
act on what they think is happening in an emergency and never mind what
(more)
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other people think," he said. "I'd tell them, 'It's better to give help 
that isn't needed than to fail to give help that is.'"
Beaman is not advocating risking life and limb to help others.
"Physical intervention can be dangerous," he says, "but a phone call to 
report an emergency or a crime is not too much to ask of anyone."
In the Genovese case, witnesses neither helped the victim nor reported 
the crime. Beaman notes that studies show that the level of crime is two 
to four times as high as that reported to the police and the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation's Uniform Crime Report.
Upon completion of the second study on emergency helping, Beaman 
turned his attention to the closely related field of reporting of crime.
He chose shoplifting as the crime because it is relatively easy to 
stage and there is little danger that the criminal will be physically 
assaulted by a bystander. Yet, it is a major crime in the United States, 
accounting for the loss of millions of dollars a day.
For the new study, Klentz and Beaman staged a shoplifting, using confed­
erates, control groups and all the other proper methods for doing such a 
project. They were looking for answers to these questions:
If the social-psychological factors at work to inhibit helping in 
emergencies also operate to prevent crime reporting, would giving people 
information about these factors make them more apt to report a shoplifter?
What effect do people's attitudes toward shoplifting have on their 
behavior when they witness the crime?
The introductory psychology students in the study were given information 
either on shoplifting or an unrelated subject. The information was given to 
some in lecture form and to others in written form approximating a mass-media 
campaign (posters, handbills, pamphlets).
(more)
good samaritans--add three
Students not randomly selected for one of the eight major experimental 
or control groups made up a ninth group whose attitudes would be compared 
with those of the other students. The attitudes were assessed by a 
questionnaire the class filled out at the beginning of the quarter and again 
at the end of the quarter.
The students in the eight major groups were told they would be evaluating 
material being developed for use in a mass-media campaign.
The questionnaire, completed by all 244 introductory psychology students, 
measured attitudes toward cheating and shoplifting. The cheating questions 
were thrown in to disguise the purpose of the questionnaire.
Of the 244 students who filled out the first questionnaire, 139 later 
witnessed the rigged shoplifting in the UM student bookstore. They didn't 
know the questionnaire had anything to do with the shoplifting, and they didn't 
know the crime was a fake. They were brought to the bookstore on the pretext 
that as participants in a "market research study" for which they had been 
recruited they were to evaluate a merchandise display there.
The questionnaire showed that almost all (99%) of the 244 who filled 
it out thought shoplifting was wrong; 70% thought it was a very serious crime; 
2% thought it was not serious at all.
Asked if shoplifting was ever justifiable, 89% said never; 3% said yes 
if the shoplifter had no money; 4% said yes if the store's prices were too 
high. None felt shoplifting was always justifiable.
Almost all (94%) felt shoplifting affects prices. When asked what they 
would do if they saw someone snitch an item, 47% said they would either report 
it to a store clerk or talk to the shoplifter; 50% said they would ignore it.
But when asked what should be done, 86% said the shoplifting should be reported; 
only 13% said it should be ignored.
(over)
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Overall, 20.5% of the students who witnessed the rigged shoplifting 
reported it; but the control groups--those who had received information on a 
subject other than shoplifting--had a nearly zero rate of reporting the crime.
The groups exposed to information by lecture reported the shoplifting 
more often than the groups subjected to the mass-media material.
Overall, 19% of the males reported the shoplifter and 21% of the females, 
not a statistically significant difference.
Of those who reported the crime, 31.4% told a store clerk; 40% talked to 
the shoplifter; 25.7% told the experimenter who had accompanied the group to 
the bookstore; 3% talked to a bystander.
At the end of the quarter, the same class filled out the same questionnaire 
they had completed eight weeks earlier. Of the 139 who witnessed the shoplifting, 
129 completed the questionnaire, along with 106 who did not participate in the 
study.
Those not in the study showed no difference in attitudes toward shoplifting 
when they did the questionnaire the second time.
For those who did take part in the study, two interesting changes were 
found. When asked what they would do if they saw a stranger shoplift, 73% 
now said they would report the incident and only 27% would ignore it. In the 
first questionnaire, 50% would ignore it, so this was a significant change in 
attitude.
Also the subjects in the study showed a change in attitude toward prices 
and shoplifting. For the groups that received no information on shoplifting 
before the bookstore, incident, 53.8% felt prices were affected a great deal 
by shoplifting. After the study, 74.3% felt prices were affected a great deal. 
Originally, 41.2% of the subjects felt prices were affected a great deal, and 
after the study 61.5% felt that way.
(more)
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However, no change in attitude was found in students who were not in the 
study. "It appears that just being in a study in which shoplifting is 
investigated is enough to change attitudes," Beaman commented.
Beaman doesn't claim the UM studies on emergency helping and crime 
reporting answer all the questions about these complex areas of human behavior. 
They did succeed, however, in increasing positive action.
The results imply that people's tendencies not to help in emergencies and 
not to report crimes can be overcome by knowledge. They suggest that 
psychological research can lead to practical applications that will turn 
timid witnesses into responsible citizens and apathetic bystanders into
Good Samaritans.
